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This study was conducted to investigate the effectiveness of theme-based 
learning in teaching speaking skill. Specific objectives of this study were to 
find out: (1) whether theme-based learning is effective in improving 
students’ speaking skill and (2) students’ responses toward the 
implementation of this teaching method. This study, that was conducted in 
one of senior high schools in Garut to 37 students used quantitative method 
collaborated with pre-experimental design. The data in this study were 
collected by using speaking test; pre-test and post-test and interview. The 
speaking tests then analyzed and interpreted by using t-test to find out 
whether theme-based learning is effective in improving students’ speaking 
skill or not. Meanwhile, the interview then classified into description to find 
out students’ responses toward the implementation of theme-based learning. 
The result of this study showed that theme-based learning is effective in 
improving students’ speaking skill. The pre-test score indicated mean 9.216 
and post-test score indicated mean 15.02 with t-test showed tobserve > tcritical 
(11.264 > 1.6893). In addition, the result of the interview that was 
conducted to the 10 students showed 100% positive responses 
 




Nowadays, along with the strengthening position of English as a language for 
international communication, the teaching of speaking skill in English as a foreign 
language (EFL) context has become increasingly important. Bricki (1987) argued that 
one’s capability of expressing him/herself orally is the first sign of him/her language 
competence which is more valued and desired in learning a language including in 
learning English. Smith (2001) added that the quality of our lives depends on the quality 
of our thinking and on our abilities to communicate and discuss what we think with 
others. 
 Therefore, mastery of speaking skills is considered a priority by many teachers and 
students who learn English as a foreign language. Most students and administrative of 
schools will evaluate the effectiveness of the English teaching on the basis of how well 
the students can speak. It is in line with Richards and Renandya (2002) arguing that 
students’ success or failure in ESL/EFL is judged by the accuracy of the language they 
produced. That is why speaking in a second or foreign language context has often been 
viewed as the most demanding skill that should be encouraged with an appropriate 
teaching method. 
 In order to cope with these statements, linguists have made some methods to help 
students learning English easier; one of them is theme-based learning. Theme-based 
learning is a teaching method which is organized around themes or topics (Brown, 2001; 
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Richard & Rogers, 2002). It correlates with the Curriculum 2013 that mostly has been 
implementing several schools in Indonesia about integrating the teaching and learning 
activities under one theme with the intention of enabling students to acquire in-depth 
study of the content (Sundayana, 2005). In spite of the wide variety of methods and skills 
taught to the students in senior high school level, this study is limited in the investigation 
of an interactive talk using theme-based learning method in improving the tenth grade 
students’ speaking skill. 
 
REVIEW OF LITERATURE 
 
Theme-based units are a vehicle for teaching a range of skills and content by integrating 
curriculum areas around a topic. This method of teaching links curriculum strands and 
capitalizes on children’s interests, creating a sense of purpose and community in the 
classroom. By building on their interests and life experiences, young people’s attitudes, 
skills and knowledge are developed in meaningful ways (Mumford, 2000). 
 Because theme-based learning is very demanding, the teacher is supposed to plan 
the lesson in advance. Nevertheless, Cameron (2001) stated that there should always be 
some choice points in theme-based learning. Those choice points are for the teacher and 
the students to decide which activity to do or how much time to be spent on it. The 
finding of the theme doesn’t represent a very demanding task. 
 It’s always helpful to integrate the students’ current interests, for example, “by 
asking them to suggest themes or to select a theme for the term from a list”. Mumford 
(2000) also supposed that it might be useful to share ideas with other colleagues and 
therefore work in collaboration with others. Two basics planning tools are brainstorming 
and webs. These facilitate collecting ideas and connecting them not only a linear 
direction, so that themes and sub-themes can easier be developed from them. Apart from 
that, Mumford (2000) stated that it is advisable to integrate the students in the planning 
because “learning becomes more meaningful when learners choose their methods and 
topics of study; the model of lifelong learning is brought into the school setting” (p. 6). 
 The use of theme-based units in language teaching offers the possibility for students 
to decide what topics to cover. The role of the teacher changes with the advanced 
integration of the students. But even if the students had greater influence, “the teacher’s 
role is not diminished, but changed” (Mumford, 2000). The teacher now has the role of 
coordinator or facilitator, especially young children needs someone to help them 
reflecting their learning process. During the lesson, he is also often needed as the one 
“commenting on what they are making and suggesting alternatives”.  Furthermore, 
“the teacher retains ultimate control over behavior and remains accountable for ensuring 
that students are engaged in worthwhile projects that extend skills and result in increased 
knowledge and positive attitudes. The teacher should always be aware of the 
unpredictability of the development of the lesson. The teacher must be flexible and able 
to handle situations that arise out of a context. Especially the offering of choice-points 
leads to new, unknown language situations (Cameron, 2001, p. 6). 
 Brown (2001); Nunan (2004) explained designs of teaching language using theme-
based learning are: 
1. Set the objectives. 
2. Select and organize the materials based on the objectives. 
3. Use authentic materials 
4. Present the materials using appropriate strategy.  
As a final point, this study is conducted to improve students’ speaking skill. Thus, 
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the researcher chooses some teaching strategies to achieve the objectives of the study. 
Those strategies are role play, communicative games, and discussion 
METHODOLOGY 
 
This study was employed pre-experimental design. It considered suitable since it allowed 
researcher to conduct a treatment to a group of students using pre-test and post-test to 
analyze the result of its treatment. It is in line with Cohen, Manion, and Morrison (2007); 
Creswell (2009) arguing that pre-experimental with group pre-test-post-test design was 
design which involved one group of students to be measured by treatment with a pre-test 
and post-test for the single group. 
This study implemented theme-based learning method to tenth graders of a senior 
high school in Garut. Brown (2001) said that theme-based learning is actually very 
practical and very effective in beginning instructional setting level because their language 
skills need improvement without being battered with linguistically based topic. From 
population or 6 classes of tenth graders, the researcher conducted cluster random 
sampling. According to Cohen, Manion, and Morrison (2007); Ary, Jacobs, and Sorensen 
(2010), by cluster random sampling, the researcher can select a specific number of 
participants who constitute a cluster insofar as they are alike with respect to 
characteristics relevant to the variables of the study. As the result, one class which 
consisted of 37 students was chosen as the sample of this study. 
 In collecting the data, this study combined speaking test and interview.  The 
speaking test as the first instrument was aimed at yielding the sample’s scores that was 
analyzed and interpreted to find out if theme-based learning is effective in improving 
students’ speaking skill or not by pre-test and post-test. 
  To find out the validity and the reliability of the speaking instrument itself, this 
study used construct validity testing. It used oral proficiency test scoring categories by 
Brown (2001). In speaking test, the students were asked to speak English with one theme 
that was chosen. The theme was about “talking about self”. They were allowed to speak 
only three minutes. Categories that are assessed in students’ speaking skill are 
pronounciation, grammar, vocabulary, fluency, and comprehension, each category is 
scored 1-5 points. After calculating, minimum score is 5, and maximum score is 25. 
Therefore, in analyzing the statistical data, this study used t-test by formulating 
hypothesis null and hypothesis alternative, defining score differences between each pre-
test and post-test, and conducting normal distribution testing using Liliefors test 
(Sundayana, 2015).  
 Meanwhile, the interview was used to provide supplementary information about 
how students gave their responses toward the use of theme-based learning in teaching 
speaking skill. The interview guide in this study was employed in semi-structure 
interviews which were conducted after the post-test to ten participants. The participants 
were interviewed with open and close-ended questions which sought participants’ 
explanation about their own ability to speak before and after the treatment and their view 
about the use of theme-based learning method. The ten participants were chosen using 
snowball sampling. Cohen, Manion, and Morrison (2007) argued that snowball sampling 
is used when a researcher identifies a small number of individuals who have the 
characteristics in which they are interested. 
 Meanwhile, in obtaining students’ explicit answers and avoid participants’ 
misunderstanding, the interview was administered using language that they used in their 
daily communication; that is Bahasa Indonesia. The interview all taped to then was 
transcribed to classify them into interpretation. 
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The procedures in conducting this study consisted of several steps, those are: 
1. Firstly, on July, 14th 2016, preparing materials that were appropriate for language 
ability level of the students. 
2. Secondly, on July, 22nd 2016, organizing the teaching procedures to the students. 
3. Thirdly, organizing the research instruments which included speaking tests and 
interview. 
4. Next step, on July, 25th 2016, administering pre-test with purpose of discovering 
students’ initial skill in speaking. 
5. After that, organizing the lesson plans and conducting the treatment on July, 26th 
2016 until August, 8
th
 2016. 
6. Next step, on August, 9th 2016, administering post-test to target groups in order to 
unveil whether there were significant differences between pre-test and post-test 
speaking skill after the treatment.  
7. Then, still on August, 9th 2016, conducting the interview to the students to gain 
deeper insight about students’ responses toward the implementation of the theme-
based learning in teaching speaking skill. 
8. After that, analyzing the collected data which were obtained from the research 
instruments by using statistical data analysis procedures. 




After analyzing and computing the findings that were conducted on July, 25, 2016 until 
August 09, 2016, first point that should be discussed is whether the result of the research 
can answer the problem statement or not. Accordingly, the computation result of the 
scores gained by the students in the post-test showed that theme-based learning is 
effective in improving students’ score in speaking. This proven by average post-test score 
is higher than pre-test score. It could be seen in the following table: 
 
























































37 Pre-test 60 63 77 71 75 346 
 
After calculating scores of the five speaking aspects, total score for all aspects 
was 346. Description of the pre-test score statistically described below: 
 
Table 2. Descriptive Statistics of 
Pre-test Score 
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No. Statistics Measure Pre-test 
1. Total of students 37 
2. Total of score 346 
3. Mean 9,216 
4. Standard deviation 2,136 
5. Maximum score 14 
6. Minimum score 5 
  
 Based on table 2, it represented, pre-test that was conducted to 37 students had mean 
9.216 with standard deviation 2.136. The highest score of the pre-test that was got by the 
student was 14, and the lowest score was 5.  
 The second test is post-test. Post-test was used to find out the initial difference of 
students’ achievement of speaking after implementing the treatment using theme-based 
learning.  
 The result of post-test was as follow: 
 
























































37 Pre-test 97 101 120 103 110 531 
 
The total of each aspect was then calculated; the result showed the total of all 
aspects was 531. The description of post-test score statistically described below: 
 
Table 4. Descriptive Statistics of  
Post-test Score 
 
No. Statistics Measure Post-test 
1. Total of students 37 
2. Total score 531 
3. Mean 15.02 
4. Standard deviation 3,59 
5. Maximum score 22 
6. Minimum score 5 
 
 Table 4 represented post-test that was conducted to 37 students had mean 15.02 with 
the standard deviation was 3.59. Meanwhile, maximum score that was got by students in 
this test was 22, and the minimum score was 5. If these scores were compared with pre-
test score, these students’ speaking score had higher result in each aspect. 
 
Normal Distribution Test 
 The normal distribution test was conducted to determine what kind of statistical 
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procedure that should be used for testing the hypothesis. In this study, the researcher used 
Liliefors test with 5% or α = 0.05 significant level to find out whether the data was 
normally distributed or not. This Liliefors test was conducted because the total number of 
the students is less than 50. 
 The criteria of normal distribution test were following below: 
- If Lmax > Lcritical, the distribution of the data was not normal 
- If Lmax ≤ Lcritical, the distribution of the data was normal 
 
 In the following below was the result of test using Liliefors test: 











 From the table above, after conducting Liliefors test, the normal distribution test 
computation showed that the data in this study had Lmax = 0.1220, meanwhile for Lcritical, 
this study had 0.1476. It proven Lmax is lower than Lcritical (0.1220 < 0.1476). This test 
indicated the data of the students was normally distributed. The result also indicated that 
the students’ speaking skill was various. Therefore, to find out the significance of 




After investigated the data was normal distributed, parametric-test was considered 
as an appropriate test with this hypothesis. Therefore, the hypothesis was tested by 
obtaining t-test with the significant level 5%. 
The hypothesis testing of this study was formulated as follow: 
H0 : Theme-based learning is not   
   effective in improving students’    speaking skill 
HA : Theme-based learning is not 
   effective in improving students’ 
   speaking skill 
 
 The result of t-test represented in the following table: 





 If tobserved > tcritical, hypothesis null (H0) was rejected and hypothesis alternative (HA) 
was accepted. In contrary, if tobserved <  tcritical, hypothesis null (H0) was accepted and 
hypothesis alternative (HA) was rejected. Based on the table 4.4 above, the data showed 
that tobserved was 11.264 and tcritical was 1.6893. tobserved > tcritical (11.264 > 1.6893). 
Therefore, this showed that (H0) was rejected and hypothesis alternative (HA) was 
accepted. It could be concluded that theme-based learning is effective in improving 
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students’ speaking skill. 
 This hypothesis also could be represented in a curve as the following below: 
 
Figure 1. Hypothesis Testing Curve 
 
t critical value =  -1.6893 1.6893  
  t observed = 11.624 
 Based on the curve, t observed = 11.264 was not in accepted area of H0. Data of the 
t observed was greater than t critical (11.264 >1.6893). 
 After calculating, the score of t observed area was 2.32. Meanwhile, the score of t 
critical area was -1.22619. As the result, the wide area between t observed and t critical 
was 0.879765. From the significant difference of those tests, it could be concluded that 
theme-based learning gave significant influences in improving students’ speaking skill. 
 
The Test of Normalized Gain 
 This test was utilized to investigate students’ different score and to measure how far 
their score increased. In this study, this test used to obtain students’ speaking skill 
improvement and to calculate before and after treatment.  Based on normalized gain 
criteria in previous chapter, the following below was the result of the normalized gain 
test in this study: 
 
Table 7. The Result of the Normalized Gain Test 
 






 x 100 = 9 
Low 11   
  
 x 100 = 30 
Moderate 20   
  
 x 100 = 52 
High 3  
  
 x 100 = 9 
Total 37 100 
  
 After analyzing the result of normalized gain test, it showed that there were four 
kind speaking skill improvements that were got by the students; not improved, low, 
moderate, and high. The data showed there were high improvement as much 9%, 
moderate improvement as much 52%, low improvement as much 30 %, and not 
improved as much 9%.  
The Result of Interview 
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 Second instrument in this study was interview. This interview was conducted to 10 
participants using snowball sampling technique to investigate the students’ responses 
toward the use of theme-based learning. This interview was also obtained to answer the 
second problem statement in this study. The interview was conducted not more than three 
minutes of each student. Questions that were asked to the participants were about their 
experience while learning speaking, their difficulties in learning speaking, their opinion 
toward theme-based learning, and their ability after following treatment. 
 The result of the interview represented in the following chart: 
 
Chart 1. Students’ Responses toward the Use of Theme-Based Learning in Teaching 
Speaking Skill 
 
 The ten participants gave positive responses toward the use of theme-based learning 
in teaching and learning speaking. The chart showed that 100% of the participants felt 
that theme-based learning was good teaching method that was able to increase their 
motivation and their ability to speak English. It could be seen from their answers. While 
interviewing, they mentioned some statements such as “It’s good”, “I like it”, “It’s easy 




After analyzing and computing the findings, first point that should be discussed was 
whether the result of the research can answer the problem statement or not. Accordingly, 
the computation result of the scores gained by the students in the post-test showed that 
theme-based learning was effective in improving students’ score in speaking. This 
proven by average post-test score is higher than pre-test score. The total score of pre-test 
was 346 with average 9.216. Meanwhile the total score of post-test was 531 with average 
15.02. So that, the researcher can conclude that theme-based learning is effective in 
improving students’ speaking skill. It meant that the first problem statement that wants to 
be achieved by this study was obviously answered. 
Second discussion was about how significant students’ speaking improvement after 
treatment. Based on the result of test, it was found that students’ speaking in post-test had 
significant improvement on their speaking performance. Moreover, after comparing the 
result of the test between pre-test and post-test, it obtained tobserved value = 11.264. By 
applying significant level 5% and degree of freedom = 36 and using one tail test, it was 
found that tcritical = 1.6893. The result showed that tobserved was outside tcritical area (11.264 > 
1.6893). The tobserved value was in the rejection area of H0 or in other word, the area Ha 
was accepted.  
English Education and Applied Linguistics (EEAL) Journal 56 
Vol. 3 No.2, 2020 
 
 
By using normalized gain test, it showed the result in pre-test, most of student had 
average score 9 points.  After conducting the treatment, the student’s score increased into 
15 points. Therefore, the difference of score was 6 point in pre-test to post-test. From 37 
students, 33 or 90% of them improved their speaking skill although some of their 
improvement was various; 30% low improvement, 52% moderate improvement, and 
10% high improvement. In summarize, there was a significant effect of using theme-
based learning in improving students’ speaking skill. 
These findings were similar with the result of some previous studies conducted by 
Dilek (2002), Yang (2009), Osman, Ahmad, and Jusoff (2009), Pusparini (2013), 
Lathufirdaush (2014), and Prasasti (2014) showed that theme-based learning can improve 
students speaking. They can use correct pronounciation with repetition and paraphrasing 
statements related with the topic, they can use various vocabulary related with theme and 
situation, they also become more confident, enjoy, and motivated while speaking because 
each section they only should speak one theme that related with their interest and 
environment. They also do not feel unfamiliar with the teacher because in theme-based 
learning, students and teacher is partner. 
In addition, the findings of this study proved the theory in chapter II about the 
advantages of theme-based learning by Brown (2001); Cameron (2001); Nunan (2001) 
who argued that theme-based learning is considered to very helpful in the process of 
learning, it offers more opportunities for using target language in different context, and it 
can be a spirit builder for students. The integration of theme-based teaching can help 
identifying learner’s individual difficulties since they might come across new content. 
Nevertheless, by meaningful content, students may be motivated by real interest in a 
topic; they may struggle to communicate their knowledge to someone else.  
Besides conforming to theories from some experts, this study also rejecting theory 
from Mumford (2000) who argued that “it might be useful to share ideas with other 
colleagues and therefore work in collaboration with others. Two basics planning tools are 
brainstorming and webs. These facilitate collecting ideas and connecting them not only a 
linear direction, so that themes and sub-themes can easier be developed from them”. 
Facilitation of each school is different. In this case, web facilitations are quite rare. This 
study used course book, and video and audio files in learning. Although webs tool were 
not used in implementing theme-based learning, the students in this study still can 
improve their speaking skill. 
In addition, other strengths of theme-based learning were also indicated by the 
interview and observation. In interview section, 100% from 10 interviewees gave 
positive responses. Most of students said that theme-based learning made them know 
deeper about one topic without thinking another topic that do not correlate. They thought 
that theme-based learning was interesting, fun, not bored, and clear. Furthermore, their 
answers also indicated that those students felt fun, enjoy, comfort in classroom, and 
having high interest to learn, so that they didn’t afraid to speak. Based on this result of 
interview, the researcher can conclude that the second problem statement that wants to be 




The investigation for effective teaching technique which can be applied in improving 
students’ speaking has encouraged the researcher to carry out this present study. The 
purpose of this study was to investigate whether the implementation of theme-based 
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learning was effective to improve students’ score in speaking. In addition, this study was 
also aimed to unveil students’ responses to the implementation of theme-based learning 
during teaching and learning speaking. 
 To elaborate the two major findings that can answer the problem statements in 
chapter I, variety of students’ ideas about the strengths of theme-based learning were also 
unveiled from the interview. Firstly, theme-based learning was considered very effective 
since it provided students to focus speaking in one theme in each section of learning. 
This made students had a lot of knowledge about some theme to then memorize it 
automatically because the students spoke the themes continually. Secondly, theme-based 
learning provided the learner with more meaningful material and input than the “normal 
teaching” with a course-book did. Thirdly, theme-based learning was flexible, it could be 
collaborated with vary strategies of teaching, so that they were not bored and more active 
in learning speaking.  
 Despite the strengths which had been mentioned, in implementation of theme-based 
learning, there were also found some potential weaknesses. Firstly, different background 
knowledge of students caused they feel difficult to follow speaking class in same level. 
Secondly, students spent too much time to talk the theme chosen. However, in this study 
the strengths were greater than the weaknesses. In fact, the instruments in this study; 
speaking test, the interview, and the observation had proven that mostly students’ 
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